Follicular atresia in the infant human ovary.
The pattern of follicular atresia was studied in nine ovaries from children between the ages 3 months and 8 years. Atretic follicles were found among follicles at all stages of development. The percentage of follicles with signs of atresia became larger as the size of the follicles increased. Only 2% of small follicles (Type 3b) showed signs of atresia, while all follicles greater than 1 mm in diameter (Type 8) were atretic. In follicles of Type 5 and larger, four stages of atresia, which represent consecutive stages of a single atretic process, were defined. The beginning of atresia was characterized by the presence of pyknotic granulosa cells. As atresia progressed, the granulosa layer disappeared, the oocyte became necrotic, the follicle collapsed and the theca cells became hypertrophied. The oocyte can degenerate in several ways: it can be penetrated by cells, the nucleus can become pyknotic or it may complete meiotic prophase. It is suggested that the last event is only possible after the oocyte has reached its full size and has completed RNA synthesis.